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EDITOR'S NOTE

Several of the articles in this issue deal with the role of the
state. How signifigant is the idea of the state for students of comparative civilization?
Aristotle observed that man is a political animal who lives in
a state, "the most sovereign and inclusive association." But,
although the state as a structure long existed in many parts of the
world, it was not until the Sixteenth Century that the great legal
scholar Jean Bodin (1530 - 1596) found the uniqueness or
essence of the state to reside principally in the quality of sovereignty.
The state or commonwealth, Bodin asserted, arose "in force
and violence", in a world where, as Thucydides, Plutarch, Caesar,
and the Hebrews all testified, "the first generations of men were
unacquainted with the sentiments of honor, and their highest
endeavor was to kill, torture, rob, and enslave their fellows."
Sovereignty — described by Bodin as "that absolute and perpetual power vested in a commonwealth, which in Latin is termed
majestas" — explains the state, sets the state apart from other
types of human organization.
The secular political spirit which found its expression in the
state became a genie which, once generated, could not be placed
back in the bottle. In the language of Emile Durkheim, a state
became a "social fact." Irreducible once created, social facts have
"a body, a tangible form, and constitute a reality in their own
right, quite distinct from the individual facts which produce it."
Hobbes elaborated the concept of the modern state in The
Leviathan. Other thinkers followed suit, including Hegel, Mill,
T.H. Green, de Tocqueville, Proudhon and Thoreau. To Marx and
Engels, the state was basically an economic product, an instrument which expressed the will of the ruling classes. It was,
thought Engels, destined for "the museum of antiquities." Lenin,
who ironically became father to the total, the omnipotent state,
actually hoped that it might "wither away" eventually.
But history has not gone in that direction. The state has not
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withered away. With its sovereignty intact, the state has continued to rise in importance so that today as an institution it has virtually no rivals. So much is this the case that the state as a concept has become enshrined in one of the great products of the past
half-century, the Charter of the United Nations. For oddly, in
contradiction to the implication of its name, the United Nations is
an organization of states and not of nations. Peoples or ethnicities do not belong to it; states do.
And it may be argued that too much of modern political life,
as it exists worldwide, rests upon the state-based tenets of the
Charter. Thus, when the Western allied powers led a great deal
of the world into Desert Storm as a result of Security Council
decision-making, the reason cited was the necessity to preserve
the sovereignty of the State of Kuwait, a member of the United
Nations.
Civilizationists, however, might take pause at the unmitigating triumph of the concept of the sovereign state, and of the existence of the state itself, in recent centuries. They might wonder
if the state is the inevitable result of the progressive impulse of
our era. Has the state proven beneficial to humanity? Or, is
George Orwell more relevant than Jean Bodin? Should man in
his individual capacity be brought back in? Will new methods of
social interaction supersede the state?
Civilizationists might also ask: Would other forms of social
organization permit a greater sense of liberty, creativity, equality?
Or are these indeed best assured through the instrumentality of
the state?
By looking to what is perhaps in Durkheimian language a
more fundamental social fact, to civilization itself, can we challenge the supremacy of the state and its apparently inseparable
attribute and concomitant, sovereignty?
This is a task which surely awaits those of us who wish to
understand the trends which mark our times and determine our
fate.
Joseph Drew
Editor
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